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Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad is badzing  several extremely s
controversial initiatives against Islamic extremism. If he succeeds,
it will  mean radical changes in the lives  of Malaysia’s youth

MALAYSIAN PRIME MINISTER Mahathir
Mohamad is not going quietly. He has
said he will retire from his post in Octo-
ber, but as he approaches his final
months in office, he is backing several
inevitably controversial initiatives. Taken
together, these will address the roots of
what he sees as the greatest threats to
Malaysia today: the growth of Islamic
extremism and the racial polarizatinn
of the nation’s youth.

In pursuing these goals, the 77-year-
old leader will be making a concerted effort
to steer young Malaysian Muslims away
from political Islam and extremism and
into the arms of the ruling coalition.

In order to do so, he would roll back
some programmes that were put in place
years ago to elevate the status of the ethnic
Malays  who account for most of the coun-
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which the Malay language is the main
medium of instruction and Islam is part
of the curriculum for all Muslims. If they
wish, they can instead send their chil- _
dren to an Islamic religious school, a
Chinese school (in which Mandarin is
the medium of instruction), a Tamil 1

school or any one of a variety of private -
schools. All nonprivate schools are sup-
ported to some degree by government
funding; private Islamic schools also
receive some funding.

Mahathir made his priority clear in late
November: “National schools should be
the preferred choice,” he said. “Besides,
mixing with children from other races government had decided to absorb the
would help in national unity.” estimated 126,000 students studying

He has already put a temporary halt in private Islamic schools into national
to government funding of private Islamic schools to ensure they received “quality
schools. The next step, according to a top education.”

Then, on December 12, in an as-yet-
unreported meeting convened by Maha-
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try’s Muslim majority. His mission would educational adviser to the prime minis-
entail an ambitious overhaul of education ter, will be to closely regulate the content of
in Malaysia that, if taken to its conclusion, private Islamic education, which Mahathir
would effectively purge Islamic instruc- says engages in “brainwashing.”
lion  from Malaysia’s daily curriculum. The plans don’t stop there. In early

Most parents in Malaysia enrol their December, Hamid  Othman, religious
children in a national school system in adviser to the prime minister, said the

thir, a high-level committee of officials
and educational advisers agreed to begin
pushing for a new programme to deal
with religion in the national school sys-
tem. The plan would relocate religious
instruction to special after-school classes
with no political content.

To top off this careful restructuring of
the lives of Malaysian youth, the prime
minister seeks to institute compulsory
national service for r8-year-old  men in an
effort to break down racial barriers and
keep youth committed to national ideals.
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In the light of revelations in the past
year, it shouldn’t be difficult to convince
Malaysians they face  an Islamic threat.
Over the past year Malaysia has used its
Internal Security Act, which permits
indefinite imprisonment without trial, to
arrest over 60 people it says are sus-
pected terrorists. Among those detained
are members of the Islamic group
Jemaah Islamiah, which has been
accused of a series of terror attacks
including the devastating bombing in
Bali on October 12.

The perceived extremist threat is great
enough that Mahathir raised it in his
speech to the nation on the Id-ul-Fitri
holiday on December 6, marking the end
of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan.
He spoke of Jemaah Islamiah’s goal of
forcibly creating a pan-Islamic state in
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Southeast Asia. “They go to Pakistan . .
purportedly to learn Islam . . . but in fact
they want to learn how to make bombs
and rob banks, commit murder and ter-
rorism in preparation to seize power in
this country.”

The educational and national service
projects could strengthen the status of
Malaysia-and its image abroad-as a
moderate, progressive Islamic nation. But
any change to the Malaysian educational
system is extremely controversial, and
sensitive even to Mahathir’s own party, the
United Malays  National Organization,
or Umno. The party is the pivot of the rul-
ing coalition, the National Front, which
has built its support base on a multi-eth-
nic doctrine and depends heavily on the
support of the 40% of the population that
is not Muslim.

But Umno has its own, specific
Islamic threat to deal with: its increasingly
powerful opposition from the Islamic
Party of Malaysia, or Pas. The party has
gained ground in recent elections, and has
introduced Islamic legislation in the two
states it governs out of Malaysia’s 13 states.
It is Umno’s strongest competitor for
the votes of the majority Malays.

Malaysia has had Islamic private edu-
cation for more than IOO years. Schools
range from prestigious institutions to
dilapidated huts with poor facilities and
worse standards. Their actual number and
enrolment figures are uncertain as they
are loosely regulated: No licence  is
required to open one.

Some government officials say that
some schools are breeding grounds for
militant Islam. One highly placed bb
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official charges that the “brainwashing” of
students begins at a young age with chil-
dren taking morning oaths to the virtues
of jihad and martyrdom.

The more likely result of an Islamic
education, and its greatest threat in the
view of ruling-party politicians, is that it
could breed support for Pas. The govern-
ment has accused Pas of “politicizing”
Malaysia’s Islamic schools. Pas officials
have denied this, and denounced propos-
als to close the religious schools.

Mahathir has said that members  of his
party who sent their children to such
schools had complained that their chil-
dren had come home asking their parents
“to bring down pictures of the Pharaoh,”
a derogatory reference to the prime min-
ister and the photos of him that families
of Umno members keep in their homes.

In October, the government stopped
funding for all private Islamic schools

pending an appraisal, Mahathir said, “to
find out which are religious schools and
which are political ones.”

He has also said that the government
does not want to see Muslims know-
ledgcable in religious matters only. There
arc certainly more people trained in reli-
gion than there arc jobs for them: When
the government  rcccntly  advertised for IOO
religious tcachcrs  for the national school
system, 4,000 people applied.

“It is not necessary for all Muslims to
become religious teachers, so there is no
necessity for parents to clamour to send
their children for religious education,”
Mahathir said in November.

But Islamic schools continue to be
popular, in part because they serve a
desire among Muslim parents to give just
such an education to their children. The
government estimates that at least 15,000

of the Muslim children who are pursuing
private Islamic education do so because
their parents find the national curriculum
“too secular.” .

According to a senior government
official, Mahathir’s top education com-
mittee on December 12 tentatively
approved a plan to adopt on a national
level what southern Johor  state has done
for decades: There, all pupils go to
school in the morning for “secular” edu-
cation, and in the afternoon all Muslims

b

attend at least two hours of closely
supervised and regulated Islamic edu-
cation. The state spends at least 80 mil-
lion ringgit ($21 million) a year on
Islamic education.

Moving Islamic instruction to spe-
cial after-school classes may be just one
part of a process of overhauling the
national education system. A radical plan
called the Brain Trust Report, commis-
sioned by Mahathir and completed in

October, is meant to redress the divisive
impact education has had on Malaysian
youth of different races.

An indication of the growing ethnic
divide: In 1964,  98% of ethnic Chinese
children went to Malaysia’s national
schools; today the number is 5%,  the
remainder opting for Chinese or private
education. The shift was due in part to a
perceived decline in the quality of national
education, and in part to the switch to the
Malay language as a medium of instruc-
tion, from English.

THE RACES DIVIDED

The disappearance of Chinese from
national schools has created a cleaving of
the races that begins in primary school.
National schools have now become over-
whelmingly Malay. (Of Malaysia’s popu-
lation, 60% are Malay, 32% Chinese, 7%
Indians and I% others.)

The Brain Trust Report, according to
1 government officials, recommends
sweeping change, from more rigorous
i qualifications for teachers to a return
, to meritocracy and the creation of “elite”
schools, which had been de-emphasized

to accommodate a decades-long affir-
mative action plan for Malays,  who had
previously found it difficult to get into
top schools.

As national schools became overtly
Malay, Islamic studies became part of the
school curriculum-albeit a small one,
comprising four sessions a week.

The Brain Trust Report “seeks to
Malaysian-ize education from its present
Malay-ized status,” says a person famil-
iar with the report. He adds that a high
government official  told him that over 50%
of the plan is likely to be implemented.

The report only skimmed the issue of
religion. Mahathir’s educational commit-
tee could also take religion out of the cur-
riculum altogether. Under the December
12 plan, normal school hours would have
no religious material, but all Muslim stu-
dents would be required to attend two
hours of religious education each after-
noon, either at the school itself or in
another location. Non-Muslims would be
offered a choice to study their own mother
tongue or their religion.

And if any youngsters have been led
astray or “brainwashed” by a misguided
education, Mahathir wants to intro- bb
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With hlahathir’s continued domi-
nance of M3laysian  pol i t ics ,  he  may be  the
one man \rho  can  push  th rough  such  con-
troversial plans. “Dr. biahathir  may bc
prepared to take on some of Umno’s
sac]-ed COIVS,” says i-4 ichael  Yeoh. who
heads a Kuala Lumpur think-tank, the
Asian Strategic  I.eadership  Institute. “He
may be the only 011e  Who  can.”

M a n y  Umno  m e m b e r s  c a n  b e
cxpccted  to oppose the plans for ,111 cdu-
cational  o~;crhaul  on  the  g rounds  tha t  they
will undo some  affirmative-action mcas-
ErCS  that  hve bencfitcd  hlalays.  Pas will

likely oppose them on the grounds that
they are un-Islamic.

But some officials seem  confident.
“These things should have been done moi-e
than  I0 years  ago,”  says the person famil-
iar Lvith  the Brain Trust Report. And if
Mahathir doesn’t get it all done by October,
the re ’ s  a lways  h i s  successor ,  Deputy  Pre-
micr  Abdullah .4hmad  Badalvi. Abdullah
hns said Umno  is “committed to the ~1.0.
jcction  of Islanl  in a positive  light,” and
to  p reven t ing  extrcnlism  from taking root .
Whether he can carry Mahathir’s  torch
remains to be seen. S
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